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Th e fi ft y years since the 100th anniversary of John Dewey’s birth have marked the 
emergence of new technologies that aff ord a wealth of previously unknown ap-
proaches to learning, making it not only possible but practicable for Dewey’s edu-
cational vision of participatory learning to be realized on a mass scale. Th is chapter 
discusses these possibilities and their implications for learning in the twenty-fi rst 
century.
A Brief History of Deweyan Participatory Learning
In Th e School and Society (1899), John Dewey writes that the best learning occurs 
when students participate in what he calls an occupation: “a mode of activity on the 
part of the child which reproduces, or runs parallel to, some form of work carried 
on in social life.”1 Such participation touches children’s “spontaneous” and “worthy” 
interests while organizing such interests into “regular and progressive” modes of 
action such as those carried out in contemporary social life. Occupations “furnish 
the ideal occasions for both sense-training and discipline in thought,”2 because they 
grant students “an opportunity for acquiring and testing ideas and information in 
active pursuits typifying important social situations.”3 Working with his colleagues 
at the University of Chicago Laboratory School, Dewey developed this idea into a 
new theory of education that would come to be known as progressive education.4 
However, because the phrase “progressive education” has multiple meanings and so 
much historical baggage,5 this chapter will refer to Dewey’s conception of learning 
through occupations as “participatory learning,” a phrase used recently by Speaker, 
Reingold, and others.6
In framing his participatory approach to learning, Dewey looked primarily 
backwards to a time when people allegedly lived in more direct interrelationship 
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with nature and with the basic tools necessary to harness and shape its potenti-
alities. Dewey and his colleagues placed students in situations similar to those of 
laborers, farmers, and do-it-yourselfers from an earlier time so that the students 
could experience fi rst-hand the building of a house, the spinning of thread, and the 
making of candles. Th is approach acknowledged that life at the turn of the twentieth 
century was increasingly disconnected from nature and that direct participation in 
contemporary industrial practices was increasingly out of reach for children. Not 
only wasn’t it safe for children to be roaming around a factory fl oor, but the science 
or knowledge underlying modern industrial processes was oft en beyond the chil-
dren’s understanding.  Making candles or spinning thread, Dewey wrote, “engages 
the full spontaneous interest and attention of the children. It keeps them alert and 
active, instead of passive and receptive; it makes them more useful, more capable, 
and hence more inclined to be helpful at home; it prepares them to some extent for 
the practical duties of later life”7—without exposing them to the hazards or con-
ceptual confusions they might experience if they were asked to generate electricity 
or work with the tools of large-scale textile production. 
Dewey did not consider these activities to be preparation for a job; rather, the 
purpose was to build the habits and skills of life-long learning. “Th e problem of 
the educator is to engage pupils in these activities in such ways that while manual 
skill and technical effi  ciency are gained and immediate satisfaction found in the 
work, together with preparation for later usefulness, these things shall be subor-
dinated to education—that is, to intellectual results and the forming of socialized 
dispositions.”8 Such activities, Dewey believed, presented “plenty of opportunities 
and occasions for the necessary use of reading, writing (and spelling), and num-
ber work,”9 plus had the corollary benefi t of providing “training in habits of order 
and of industry, and in the idea of responsibility, of obligation to do something, to 
produce something, in the world [and] . . . of observation, of ingenuity, construc-
tive imagination, of logical thought, and of the sense of reality acquired through 
fi rst-hand contact with actualities.”10 In theory, this participation in what might 
be called “historically situated” occupations could also be used as the basis for 
teaching related subject-matter in history, geography, and science, fostering mental 
quickness, “sense-training,” and “discipline in thought,”11 achieving “continuing 
purposes and well-planned social action,”12 and building lifelong habits of team-
work, persistence, and organization.13 What’s more, such participation would build 
among the privileged students of the Laboratory School a greater sense of social 
solidarity with the working class.14
One hundred years later, at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, the gap 
between young peoples’ daily lives and industrial processes has only accelerated. 
Th e likelihood that a student could participate directly or safely in nuclear power 
generation, for example, or the manufacture of polyester, is signifi cantly lower than 
that they could render fat for candles or use a card to clean cotton of its seeds. In 
addition, the underlying knowledge of nuclear power or polyester manufacturing is 
much more complicated than that involved in getting light from candles or weav-
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ing natural fi bers into textiles. Th us, the primary motivations for Dewey to take a 
retrospective approach to framing appropriate activities for participation remain 
true—even more so.  
However, while some teachers today involve students in historically situated 
occupations as a way to fostering active participatory learning, schools have for the 
most part rejected Dewey’s participatory approach to learning,15 preferring the de-
contextualized, nonexperiential, generalized knowledge found in textbooks.16 Th ere 
are several reasons for this. One is that hands-on experiences take a lot more time 
than reading about such processes in a book. Another is that newer standards of 
safety and concerns about liability mandate against direct participation in some ac-
tivities that might have been deemed acceptably safe in Dewey’s time—such as melt-
ing wax or carding wool—but that could potentially expose children to hazardous 
conditions such as heat or allergens. A third, perhaps more important, argument is 
that contemporary educational objectives are quite diff erent than what Dewey might 
have wanted for the early grades of his Laboratory School. Not only are young people 
expected to master more “basic skills,” but the sheer volume of desired outcomes 
across the curriculum makes time more precious.  Contemporary life, it seems, re-
quires both much more knowledge and much more complex knowledge than it did 
in the past. Many aspects of that knowledge—the behavior of economic systems or 
the mechanisms of radioactive decay, for example—aren’t open to direct participa-
tion by young students. When you combine concerns about time, safely, and new or 
more complex objectives for learning, it becomes increasingly hard for many teachers 
to justify projects such as those envisioned by Dewey and his colleagues. 
Th e contemporary focus on explicit, measurable learning outcomes—oft en 
described in isolation from interdisciplinary contexts of practice17—turns atten-
tion away from participation as a core educational goal. Academic standards state-
ments tend to favor abstracted, decontextualized, learning goals18 that are generic 
and therefore allegedly more transferrable than experiences situated in very specifi c 
occupational contexts.19 It is much easier to justify direct academic instruction in 
the skills and content that are measured on standardized tests. What, aft er all, do 
students learn from an experience of spinning and weaving natural wool into fabric 
that can be correlated directly to academic standards? Who uses candles for light 
or makes their own fabric anymore, anyway?
Direct participation in historically situated occupations suff ers, then, from 
taking too much time, being potentially unsafe, and not leading effi  ciently toward 
desired outcomes, partly because the activities involved seem increasingly irrelevant 
to the modern world. In the face of these objections, is there any future for direct 
participation as a method of education in schools? Should there be?
Why Participatory Learning?
Aft er he left  the University of Chicago in 1904, Dewey increasingly turned away 
from explicit attention to schooling and focused instead on developing a wider phi-
losophy of experience.20 His specifi cally educational writings—most notably De-
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mocracy and Education (1916) and Experience and Education (1938)—were, for the 
most part, further elaborations of the ideas he had laid out at the beginning of the 
century. However, the philosophy that Dewey developed in his Ethics (1908, 1932), 
Human Nature and Conduct (1922), Experience and Nature (1925, 1929), and Art 
as Experience (1934) has a direct relevance to education and provides additional 
support for participatory learning. Indeed, these later books can be seen in part as 
heroic attempts to explain why participatory learning is superior to academic learn-
ing, despite the objections that were raised in his time and continue to be raised 
in ours. Th e conclusions that Dewey drew from these philosophical investigations 
have been surprisingly resilient, and continue to be affi  rmed by more recent com-
mentators on education from both the perspective of meaningful learning21 and 
from psychological understandings of how students learn.22 
Participatory learning, Dewey believed, builds eff ectively upon the two di-
mensions of experience—interaction and continuity.23 Th ese two dimensions may 
be summarized as “Every experience both takes up something from those which 
have gone before and modifi es in some way the quality of those which come aft er”24 
and “Every genuine experience has an active side which changes in some degree the 
objective conditions under which experiences are had.”25 Experience is educative 
to the extent that it takes these dimensions into account. 
In participatory learning, students and their environments change together 
as they “transact” in a cyclical process of action, refl ection, and reaction. “An 
experience is always what it is because of a transaction taking place between an 
individual and what, at the time, constitutes his environment.”26 Participatory 
learning activities generate transactions (or transformative interactions) by set-
ting up problematic situations that students, working collaboratively, must re-
solve. As the students recognize and work to resolve a problem, they experience 
“cognitive disequilibrium”27 while learning to use language as a tool to make 
“socially situated” choices.28 If the problem has been well designed, taking “into 
account adaptation to the needs and capacities of individuals”29 and challenging 
students without exceeding their capacity to learn,30 students become actively 
engaged.31 When the problem is real from the students’ perspective (that is, not 
just academic), the choices they make are experienced as authentic and are mo-
tivated by real concerns. Th e consequences that ensue from their choices are ex-
perienced as real consequences. With “the perception of the connection between 
something tried and something undergone in consequence,”32 students gain deep 
understanding of the signifi cance or meaning of their ideas.33 In short, the ideas 
and habits gained as a result of direct participation are tethered by—and con-
tinuous with—direct experience. “What is learned are not isolated qualities, but 
the behavior which may be expected from a thing, and the changes in things and 
persons which an activity may be expected to produce.”34 Th e students own the 
ideas, understand them, have begun to test them out in ongoing experience, and 
are prepared to incorporate them into further experience as working principles 
(intelligence) and routine practices (habits). 
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Because participatory learning is by its nature collaborative, it directly fosters 
democracy, by “making the individual a sharer or partner in the associated activity 
so that he feels its success as his success, its failure as his failure. . . . As soon as he is 
possessed by the emotional attitude of the group, he will be alert to recognize the 
special ends at which it aims and the means employed to secure success. His beliefs 
and ideas, in other words, will take a form similar to those of others in the group.”35 
In “sharing in an activity of common concern and value,”36 students learn from each 
other through a process known as “reciprocal teaching,”37 and come to recognize 
their common humanity as they form a “miniature social group in which study and 
growth are incidents of present shared experience,” involving “intercourse, com-
munication, and cooperation”38 in what might be called embryonic “communities 
of practice.”39 Like inductees into a new profession, students immerse themselves 
in a socially mediated context or situation in which meaning is constructed.40 So-
cial participation then mediates the process of turning students into responsible 
citizens, with the priorities, values, and “intellectual and emotional disposition”41 
necessary for ongoing democratic participation. 
In Art as Experience, Dewey off ers a comprehensive and explicit philosophical 
statement of what experience can and should be at its best, providing still more sup-
port for participatory learning. When students participate in resolving problematic 
situations, they imaginatively co-construct solutions that result in either immediate 
discomfort or satisfaction, thus experiencing both longing and the consummatory 
experience that provides the primary motivation for further social participation 
and lifelong learning42 as they learn to distinguish the desired from the desirable. 
Direct participation thus aff ects the passions and inspires imagination, educating 
desire43 while teaching practical reasoning.44 
For Dewey and many more recent commentators, then, participatory learn-
ing is the most eff ective means of fostering intrinsic motivation, intelligence, the 
disposition for social cooperation, and an appreciation of aesthetic experience, 
and for helping students develop the habits of mind necessary to continually re-
construct their understanding and to direct the course of subsequent experience. 
Th ese outcomes seem quite valuable, especially compared to the isolated basic skills 
and decontextualized knowledge gained when “studies are treated as mere instru-
ments for entering upon a gainful employment or of later progress in the pursuit 
of learning.”45 Yet even if schools accept that Dewey’s preferred approach to edu-
cation is more eff ective, the question still remains: given the issues of time, safety, 
conformity to changing standards, and relevance to contemporary life that were 
raised above, is there a future for participatory learning in schools?
Towards a Technological Solution
Advances in digital technology during the past fi ft y years have opened up many 
new ways to structure learning experiences around direct participation. With new 
technologies, it is now possible for young people to participate in a wide variety of 
socially mediated learning activities that could never be imagined in Dewey’s day. 
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Th ese new forms of participation do not rely as much on the retrospective histori-
cally situated approach taken by Dewey and his colleagues. Instead, students can 
participate in collaborative activities that refl ect current knowledge and contem-
porary situations and yet are suffi  ciently scaff olded to allow for meaningful and 
safe participation by a wide variety of learners in a limited amount of time. While 
the possibilities aff orded by these new technologies have yet to be fully explored, 
Deweyan educators should acquaint themselves with these possibilities, if only to 
see what might be learned from them about the prospects of participatory learning 
for the twenty-fi rst century. 
Th e technological advances that make new participatory learning activities 
possible can be roughly categorized as practical computing, distant communica-
tions, personal computing, simulations, multimedia, and social networking. Th ese 
categories represent new technologies available to education during the decades 
since the 100th anniversary of Dewey’s birth in 1959. Computing became practical 
for nonmilitary applications in the 1960s; distant communications for educational 
purposes became possible with the rise of global wide-area computer networks and 
personal computing in the 1970s; technologically supported simulations were pos-
sible in schools by the mid-1980s; digital multimedia including sophisticated graphics 
and animations became widely available in the 1990s; and social networking took 
over from static Web-based content in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century.46 
At the beginning of the second decade, virtual reality environments, which com-
bine aspects of all of the previous advances, are likely to become the most important 
educational technology. Each of these technological achievements provided new op-
portunities or aff ordances for education—but each also brought certain constraints. 
While some of the challenges of using technology to support learning remain, it can 
be fairly said that the fi ft y years since 1959 have marked the emergence of a universe 
of previously unknown possibilities for learning—making it not only possible but 
practicable for Dewey’s educational vision to be realized on a mass scale. 
Th e emergence of new technologies has an obvious but not always noted as-
pect: they are generally additive. Improvements in one area do not remove previous 
improvements in other areas. Indeed, oft en multiple improvements are more than 
additive: they are synergistic, so that the combination of improvements in two or 
more areas has a more dramatic eff ect than any of the individual improvements 
by itself. Th us, for example, the development of a high-speed network of university 
computers in the 1960s (ARPANet) made it possible for multiple users in distant 
places to participate in complex computer modeling and educational simulations; 
yet, this development had little real eff ect on the larger culture of education until 
the availability of personal computers in the 1980s broadened participation to all 
users of what became the Internet. For another, the development of a graphical user 
interface for the original Apple Lisa (and then Macintosh) computer in the early 
1980s was a dramatic improvement over the command-line interfaces that were 
seen previously; yet this new interface didn’t aff ect the typical user’s access to the 
resources of the Internet until hypertext transfer protocol and Web browsers were 
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developed in the early 1990s. A third, particularly important, example of the syn-
ergistic eff ects of multiple technological improvements is the way that widespread 
broadband Internet connections combined with the development of new approaches 
to social networking as well as better graphics technologies, making possible the 
“fi rst-person” perspective of sophisticated online multi-user gaming. By 2009 there 
was a “perfect storm” of technological improvements converging to aff ord amazing 
opportunities for participatory learning in virtual participatory environments. 
Th is convergence is seen most clearly in massively multiplayer online role-
playing games (MMPORGs) such as EverQuest and World of Warcraft , which at-
tract millions of gamers worldwide. Th e engaging, lifelike quality of these games, 
and their capacity to foster social knowledge construction, especially those relying 
on cooperation with others to achieve goals47—have led more and more people to 
realize that these games aren’t just recreational, but potentially educational as well.48 
While research into the educational possibilities of “digital game-based learning” 
(DGBL) is still in its “infancy” and “various issues relating to perceptions of games, 
relevance to curriculum, accuracy of content and suitability for use in timetabled 
classroom environments have so far prevented this becoming a mainstream activity 
in schools,”49 DGBL potentially fosters the kinds of situated cognition and com-
munities of practice that Dewey advocated, and some games have been shown to 
“promote learning and/or reduce instruction time across multiple disciplines and 
. . . learners.”50
Th e technologies that make MMORPGs possible also allow the development 
of Multi-User Virtual Environments (MUVEs), which bring users together in a va-
riety of “worlds” aff ording a huge variety of interactive possibilities beyond gaming. 
Th e most sophisticated MUVE, Second Life, off ers users the capability to construct 
objects in accordance with almost whatever they can imagine, leading to repre-
sentations of real-world environments such as Amsterdam, the Louvre, a tornado, 
and Mars, as well as participatory simulations of historical scenarios like ancient 
Greece, Renaissance Europe, and precolonial America, scientifi c experiments such 
as Genome Island and the Island of Svarga (a simulation of a natural environment), 
as well as imaginary scenarios like the planet of Gor (portrayed in a series of books 
by John Norman), the “Th e Pot Healer Adventure” on Numbakulla Island,  and the 
medieval fantasy world of Avilion, involving knights, princesses, chivalry, and a 
pecking order determined through the fulfi llment of quests and missions.51 
Th ose who have not participated in such environments have diffi  culty un-
derstanding quite how engaging they can become, or they view deeper levels of en-
gagement with intense suspicion.52 If these environments are “virtual,” it is thought, 
they cannot be “real.”  What is missing from such reactions is the understanding 
that for participants in such environments, the experience is real,53 and as vir-
tual environments become more realistic, and the eff ects of such experiences on 
the participant—including the learning eff ects—are potentially as important and 
meaningful as any real-world experience, both in terms of the ideas and habits of 
the participants and in terms of social relationships.54 
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As Dewey wrote, “Th e only way in which adults consciously control the kind 
of education which the immature get is by controlling the environment in which 
they act, and hence think and feel. We never educate directly, but indirectly by 
means of the environment.”55 Th is applies to virtual environments as well as real 
ones. Almost any situation can be designed in a virtual world, including what I’ve 
been calling participatory learning, involving an endless variety of problematic 
aspects tweaked for any given audience or learning outcome. Certainly, a virtual 
world can present a venue for engaging in historically situated occupations such as 
making candles or weaving fabric. But the real value of virtual worlds is to support 
activities that cannot easily be replicated in a typical school classroom because of 
issues of cost, safety, availability of particular environmental features, equipment 
or human resources, or because the activity would normally be too  diffi  cult for 
the students.  
Imagine almost any potentially educative scenario, and a virtual environment 
could be built to support it. Th is does not remove the educator’s “duty of institut-
ing a much more intelligent, and consequently more diffi  cult, kind of planning,” 
as Dewey wrote. “He must survey the capacities and needs of the particular set of 
individuals with whom he is dealing and must at the same time arrange the condi-
tions which provide the subject-matter or content for experiences that satisfy these 
needs and develop these capacities.”56 Such conditions include making it clear to 
students what is expected of them, both in terms of next steps and in terms of the 
larger situation in which they are involved, helping them to learn the language in-
volved in the game through immersion in socially situated discourse, and provid-
ing explicit ways for students to connect what they are asked to do in the game with 
knowledge of academic disciplines.57 
While the military and multinational corporations have taken the lead in us-
ing virtual environments for training, more and more universities are fi nding that 
virtual environments off er desirable alternatives (for some purposes) to the typi-
cally text-based and much more common experiences off ered in online learning 
management systems such as BlackBoard or DesireToLearn. Some K-12 educators 
are using virtual environments—either relatively open “worlds” such as Second 
Life or explicitly educational worlds such as River City58 and QuestAtlantis59—to 
support student learning. Th e possibilities aff orded by such “synthetic immersive 
environments,” in which virtual reality is combined with goal-directed scenarios 
aiming at specifi c learning objectives, are just beginning to be explored.60 
In QuestAtlantis, a MUVE designed for students in the fi ft h to ninth grades, 
students interact with each other and with automated (prescripted) avatars as they 
pursue solutions to complex problems involving science, math, or language arts 
content. Th e system keeps track of each student’s progress in solving the problem, 
and the responses of the automated avatars change over time, so diff erent clues or 
informational content (or diff erent perspectives on that information) are off ered in 
diff erent situations.  Th us both the context and the content change as the student’s 
interaction with these other elements of the system progresses. Sasha Barab, devel-
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oper of QuestAtlantis, speaks of “systems of transactivity” to capture the idea that 
a learning environment includes learners, contexts, and content—each involved in 
multiple transactions with the others and each evolving simultaneously with the 
others. Barab et al. (2008) say that this improves learning in at least the following 
ways: it allows intentionality to have real consequences; it creates real—or legiti-
mate—dilemmas for the students that motivate them to engage directly with dis-
ciplinary content and skills; it dynamically changes contexts in response to student 
actions such that content and skills becomes progressively necessary to transform 
problematic situations into resolved situations (which then pose new problems, 
until the entire scenario is resolved); and it fosters student refl exivity by drawing 
attention to the ways that student choices lead to various consequences, and the 
possibly diff erent consequences of diff erent choices. Th ese transformations have at 
least three major eff ects. First, students are no longer passive recipients of knowl-
edge and skills, but agents of change. Second, content is no longer merely an item 
to be exchanged for grades or other indications of approval from the teacher, but 
something with real value in a given situation. Th ird, the context of learning is no 
longer projective (that is, a preparation for a possible future), but a here-and-now 
experience of real choices that have real consequences. Th ese are shift s very much 
in harmony with Dewey’s conceptions of participatory learning.
Indeed, the work that Barab and others are doing carries on the legacy of 
Dewey’s “laboratory school.”  Rather than deciding what students should do based 
upon tradition or institutional demands, they are using their theories about student 
learning, and about the aff ordances of new technologies, to create new environ-
ments in which to study both learning and technological aff ordances, to develop 
new and better theories about each.61 With the help of the MacArthur Foundation 
and others, they are now scaling up these experiments to also learn about how 
schools must adapt to incorporate these new approaches into their routines. While 
it is premature to predict exactly how such experiments will result in large-scale 
transformations of schooling, it is not too early to say that such transformations are 
coming—at least in some schools willing to embrace the change. 
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have suggested that some of the reasons that schools have not em-
braced Deweyan participatory learning activities may be obviated by new technolo-
gies that can potentially make such activities more effi  cient, safer, and more specifi -
cally relevant to evolving educational goals. Yet there are hidden dangers both in 
the notion that technology can transform schooling on its own and in the notion 
that the application of technologies to create participatory learning experiences is 
merely a question of choosing the best means to reach a given end.  
While I strongly believe that new technologies off er tremendous possibili-
ties for transforming learning in schools, these possibilities do not in themselves 
guarantee that more uses of technology will improve schooling or that these uses 
will foster the kind of democratic society that Deweyans want. On the contrary, if 
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schools become more oriented around technology, they are just as likely to be further 
“geared to make the existing social order operate more effi  ciently, not to produce 
citizens who would challenge prevailing social norms”62 or coopted into the cor-
porate hegemonic agenda of what George Ritzer calls McDonaldization: effi  ciency, 
calculability, predictability, and control.63 Virtual environments can be—and indeed 
have been—designed to support any kind of values, including those that are most 
destructive of democracy, including atomistic individualism, fascistic nationalism, 
rampant xenophobia, and narcissistic consumerism.64  Overuse of sophisticated 
synthetic immersive environments also has the danger of taking young people out 
of their local contexts and problems in favor of completely decontextualized or ge-
neric “situations” not local to any time or place.65
Technology has a way of focusing attention on means rather than ends, 
whereas the choice of ends is the key to building a better society. Technology can 
help build engaging and eff ective participatory learning activities. But what kind of 
participation? And in what types of activities? And “eff ective” for what? Th ese eter-
nal questions require more than facility with new technologies or the possibilities 
they aff ord. Th ey require critical consciousness, something that is acquired with a 
rare and particular kind of education, technologically aff orded or not. 
As Dewey wrote in Democracy and Education:
Since the curriculum is always getting loaded down with purely inherited 
traditional matter and with subjects which represent mainly the energy of 
some infl uential person or group of persons in behalf of something dear to 
them, it requires constant inspection, criticism, and revision to make sure 
it is accomplishing its purpose. Th en there is always the probably that it 
represents the values of the adults rather than those of children and youth, 
or those of pupils a generation ago rather than those of the present day. 
Hence a further need for a critical outlook and survey.66
With the increasing speed of technological change, this need remains greater than 
ever. 
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